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ABSTRACT
The aim of this thesis is to show the impact that Black and African culture has on the
entertainment industry specifically in the USA. The first portion of the discussion retraces Black
and African cultural influences in the 1920’s, beginning with Black-owned newspapers, then on
to comic books, until arriving in the 21 st century with an exploration of such influences in the
film and musical industries.
An introduction of relevant African mythology figures will follow this historical look at cultural
influences on entertainment. We will discuss the adaptations of these mythological figures in
modern-day heroic beings. Providing detailed information about each figure, the discussion will
then highlight how these personal creations are portrayed in heroic narratives. This thesis also
aims to show that, more often than not, most portrayals of people of color in the entertainment
industry are negative and inaccurate.
In conclusion, this thesis argues for the desperate need for accurate and positive portrayals of
Black people in the entertainment industry. This thesis intends to open our eyes to the major
impact that Black and African culture has had on society in the USA.
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INTRODUCTION
As a young, Black American kid growing up in the 90’s I was a dedicated fan of comics,
and superheroes. I can recall in detail how hyped I would get whenever I saw Black characters or
personas of color in comics, television shows, or movies because their inclusion was so rare. To
an extent, I could relate to these images. Therefore, in this paper I will be showcasing the part
that African and Black cultures have played in our society, appearing in newspaper comic-strips
from the 1930’s, to the Marvel Cinematic Universe in the 2010’s.
The topic of my thesis is African mythology. There are many African gods and goddesses
from which to choose, but I will take a specific look at some of the gods of the Yoruba and
Ashanti religions. Giving basic background information about six of the African gods for which I
have chosen to do concept art, I will redesign them as a heroic warrior family that is trying to
defeat a new villain on the scene. I want to be able to talk about this specific topic because we
hardly ever get to hear or see anything about African Mythology in the entertainment industry.
Given the current racial and cultural climate, people need to see Black people in a positive light.
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AFRICAN INFLUENCES ON AMERICAN POP CULTURE
African and Black cultures have multiple influences on American popular culture,
specifically, within the publishing and the film industry throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. I
will begin with a focus on the contributions of cultural attributes in comic books, television
shows, and Hollywood movies. We will investigate the historical origins of Black art, comics,
and publishing in the U.S. and then compare these origins of Black culture today. Black and
African art is gaining popularity as a result of the efforts of artists of African descent using any
available platform to promote their work or the artwork of fellow artists. In recent years, social
media has contributed significantly to this success.

COMIC STRIPS
As early as the 1920s, there were Black comic strips in newspapers created by Black
artists for Black people. The Chicago Defender, the Afro-American, and the Pittsburgh Courier
were the four largest Black owned newspapers in the U.S. from the 1920’s to roughly the 1940’s
(Howard). During this period, Wilbert Holloway and Jay Jackson were well-known cartoonists
for the comic strip Sunnyboy Sam and Bungleton Green, respectively. Torchy Brown was the
first ever comic strip written and illustrated by an African American woman, Jackie Ormes. It
was first featured on September 4, 1937 (Howard).
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Fig. 1 Sunnyboy Sam (1928) drawn by cartoonist Wilbert Holloway1

Fig. 2. Bungleton Green (1920) drawn by cartoonist Jay Jackson2

Museum of Uncut Punk. “Sunny Boy Sam”. Comics of the Smith Mann Syndicate Part VII –
Sunny Boy Sam, https://museumofuncutfunk.com/2013/12/15/comics-of-the-smith-mannsyndicate-part-vii-sunny-boy-sam/
1

2

The Comics Reporter. MLK Day As A Window into Social History; A Few Black Cartoonist
Pages, 15 Jan 2007.
https://www.comicsreporter.com/index.php/mlk_day_as_a_window_into_african_american_hist
ory_five_sites_to_visit
2

In “Black Spectatorship: Problems of Identification and Resistance” Manthia Diawara
writes “Whenever Black people are represented in Hollywood, and sometimes when Hollywood
intentionally leaves out Black actors from its films altogether, there are spectators who denounce
the result and suspend their disbelief. These spectators are typically “Black spectators” but
Blackness neither guarantees nor limit’s one’s ability to take up a position in a Hollywood lead”.
Diawara shows how resistant spectatorship can often become focused and sharpened. He
contends that, within a film culture dynamic, it is only through an independent Black cinema that
we can question the passive role of the spectator (Coetzee).

COMIC BOOKS AND FILM
Black Panther as a comic book character was inspired by African culture in the
comic book world. The first Black superhero to appear in published comics, Black Panther
debuted in 1966 in the “Fantastic Four” #52. Created by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby and his
birthplace is a fictional place called “Wakanda, Africa.” Although Wakanda is fictional, the
creators drew from African culture in developing the background of their characters. Wakanda is
portrayed as the only country in Africa never to be colonized; and some of its readers discern
similarities between Wakanda and Ethiopia, especially considering that Ethiopia was occupied
by Italy in the 1930s but was never officially colonized.
In a 1990 interview with The Comics Journal, Jack Kirby explained his reasoning for
coming up with Black Panther. He stated it was because he realized he had no Black characters
in his strips and that a lot of his readers were Black. He also mentioned that his first friend was
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Black and that he felt like he was neglecting the black community because he and Stan were only
establishing characters of other races (Mattimore).
Marvel’s groundbreaking Black Panther movie was the first movie in the Marvel
Cinematic Universe with a majority Black cast and Black director, Ryan Coogler. The movie
showcases Black characters with strength and power, and Black women as the country’s
strongest and mightiest warrior. All the while, the film has broken box office records, old
stereotypes, and widened rigid boundaries, exceeding our expectations. At the time, Black
Panther became the top-grossing superhero film of all time in the U.S., reaching $1.237 billion
in ticket sales in just a little over a month after its release date. It’s record ticket-sales placed the
film ahead of Iron Man 3 ($1.214 billion) and the number 3 for superhero films of all time
behind Avengers ($1.518 billion) and Avengers: Age of Ultron ($1.405 billion). That African
culture inspired the movie is obvious: African influences were visible in the selection of
wardrobe, the actors’ accents, and the rituals performed among other things. One of the film’s
most noteworthy qualities was the costumes designs for each tribe, each design corresponding
with a certain country in Africa. In the scene just before T’challa fights M’baku, the camera pans
a massive group of fight spectators observing events from a cleft in the mountain, at which point
viewers can see the array of clothing patterns and designs that onlookers wore. Many of these
designs were influenced by real people, in real tribes in the many different countries across
Africa.
One of the countries and groups of people that inspired the film’s costumes is Ndebele,
South Africa. In the film King T’Challa’s female bodyguards the Dora Milajé wear golden rings
around their necks almost exactly like the ones worn by the people of the Ndebele tribe of South
Africa. These golden rings are called indzila. In orthodox Ndebele culture, only the married
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women wear them. Recently, however, these neck rings have become a fashion trend in South
Africa.

Fig. 3. The Dora Milajé as seen in Black Panther on the left3 with influences in wardrobe designs similar to the Dahomey
Amazons pictured on the right4

The Dora Milajé are an all-female warrior bodyguard group that are protectors of the
Black Panther. They bear similarities to the “Dahomey Amazons” who were also female warriors
from the 1600s until 1904. The Dahomey people reside in Dahomey, Republic of Benin. The
name, “Dahomey Amazons”, was given to them by Western historians, but their original true
names were either Mino or Minon, which means “our mothers.” The Dahomey Amazons were
female soldiers trained to fight wars for their kingdom against colonial French forces. According
to Robin Law, “the Dahomey Amazons weren’t only female warriors but a female warrior
community.” They were a society of women so dedicated to the preservation of their community
that they took a sexual oath to men of neighboring tribes and villages to not get pregnant, kill for

3

Dora Milaje. https://marvelcinematicuniverse.fandom.com/wiki/Dora_Milaje.

“The Legend of Benin’s Fearless Female Warriors”. The Amazons were known for their
fearlessness and strength (Credit: Chris Hellier/Getty Images). 27 Aug 2018.
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20180826-the-legend-of-benins-fearless-female-warriors
4
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personal reasons, and to castrate any male child born to them to maintain female dominance of
the community (Dahomey p.245).
The Zulu culture also influenced the wardrobe designs of The Black Panther film. King
T’Challa’s mother, portrayed by Angela Basset, wears a specific stylized head dress in her first
appearance in the movie. The head dress she wears is called an “isicholo”; it is shaped like a
large disc, made from grass fronds, with cotton woven through it to help give it structure and
strength. This hat is also worn by women who are married; throughout the movie the queen can
be seen wearing smaller versions of the hat varying in diameter and colors, much like the
different tribes in Zulu culture. The hat was not handmade but is a 3D-printed isicholo.

Fig. 4. Angela Bassett, as seen on the left in the movie Black Panthe5r wearing an isicholo which is a hat worn by married Zulu
women as seen on the right.6

Black Panther 2 ‘star Angela Bassett lets slip about a major costume change in sequel on “The
Tonight Show”Bassett (centre) as Queen Ramonda (IMDb), 19 Mar 2020.
https://meaww.com/black-panther-2-angela-bassett-teases-major-costume-change-sequel-thetonight-show-jimmy-fallon
5

Marvel’s Black Panther is a broad mix of African cultures- here are some of them. Reuters/
Juda Ngwenya. A Married Zulu Woman. 19 Feb 2018. https://qz.com/africa/1210704/blackpanthers-african-cultures-and-influences/
6
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Lastly, in the movie there is a Wakandan elder seen throughout the film who wears a lip
plate, a distinct cultural practice of the Mursi people of Ethiopia. The Chai and Tirma people also
wear these lips plates, which serve as an identity attribute. Lip plates and plugs are a form of
body modification. The very large circular discs are normally made from clay or wood and are
inserted into the piercing of the bottom or top lip to help stretch it. In the Mursi culture, teenage
girls will have their lower lips cut in order for the plates to be inserted. As the wound begins to
heal, overtime they will increase the size of the plates to help make the lip stretch more and more
(Kazeem).

MUSICAL INDUSTRY
In 2016, Beyoncé released her visual album “Lemonade,” incorporating, throughout,
imagery of one of the Yoruba orishas named Oshun. She is the orisha of divinity, femininity,
beauty, and love. Beyoncé’s visual album consists of musical videos of a few songs on her
album. Oshun is a river goddess; one of her qualities is the ability to procure sweet and fertile
waters. “Lemonade” is thus a fitting title for the album, given that the liquid is a form of sweet
water. Beyoncé frequently wears goldish-yellow clothing in honor of Oshun’s favorite color.
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Fig. 5. Beyoncé in a music video wearing g a golden yellow dress similar to Oshun7

Collaborating with Disney, Beyoncé has used her entertainment platform to showcase
African culture. Her most recent visual album, released in the summer of 2020, streamed on
Disney+ and demonstrated appreciation for this African goddess. To show respect, throughout
this visual album Beyoncé makes artistic choices that invoke Oshun or some traits that she shares
with the goddess. For instance, viewers become acquainted with the fact that Beyoncé, a Virgo
has an early September birthday just days before Oshun’s (the 4th and 8th, respectively). If Oshun
were a person she would also be a Virgo as well, sharing that trait in common with Beyoncé.
They are both strong; they are perfectionists, loyal, very creative, and organized. They are
engaged in multiple affairs while simultaneously achieving success in each of them. Beyoncé is
an artist and a mother; she is creative, entertaining, and has many ongoing projects to which she
must attend all at the same time. She also is romantic and cares deeply for her children and
husband. Considering that Oshun is a goddess of love and many other things, the comparison is
fitting (Yeyeo).

7Beyoncé’s

Lemonade is one of the best movies of the 2010s. Beyoncé, Beyoncé in Lemonade. .
17 Dec 2019. https://www.vox.com/culture/2019/12/17/21012868/lemonade-beyonce-best-filmsdecade-2010s
8

Fig. 6. Beyoncé performing during a Grammy's Award show8 giving respect to Oshun by wearing a similar wardrobe design as
seen in a few depictions of Oshun9

AFRICAN DEITIES (ORISHAS)
In the Yoruba religion, the deities are referred to as orishas. The deities that comprise this
religion are not all worshipped in Yorubaland; some are worshipped in the New World. The
Yoruba people can be found today living in Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Benin, and Togo. As a

Grammy’s 2017: Pregnant Beyoncé’s Behind-the-Scenes Performance Photos,
www.beyonce.com 13 Feb 2017. https://www.usmagazine.com/entertainment/pictures/grammys2017-pregnant-beyonces-behind-the-scenes-performance-photos-w466617/getting-intoformation-w466625/
8

African goddess Oshun – Beautiful rendering
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/324962929333895895/
9

9

result of the transatlantic slave trade, enslaved Africans were sold to different parts of the world
including the Caribbean, Latin America and North America. Still, many maintained their beliefs.
Many of the orishas acquired new domains and the attributes of the New World. The orishas
have many humanlike characteristics, personalities, origin, and typical behavior imitated by their
followers. Each one has some type of relationship to nature and/or protects certain components
of the human condition. The translation of ‘orisha’ is as follows: ori- is equal to the head source:
the soul or guardian entity that resides in the head; she- means to originate, begin: to derive or
spring from (Lindsay, 56).

AGANJÚ
Aganjú is the orisha or god of volcanoes, deserts and the wilderness. He is the offspring
of Obatala and Odudua. The word Aganjú literally means “a desert” and he is sometimes referred
to as the orisha of travelers. The name can also mean uninhabited tract of country, wilderness,
plain, or forest (Onilu). In different stories about him he is either Shango’s father or Shango’s
younger brother. Shango is the orisha of thunder, lightning, and masculine virility. Aganjú is the
brother or husband of orisha Yemojá, according to old legends. He is the father for most of the
orisha including Orungan, Ogun, Oko, Olokun, and others. Aganjú was once a king, until his
drunkenness led to his deposition by Shango. Conflicting narratives about how he lost his throne
suggest that he was either overthrown or he resigned his authority; neither account has been
confirmed (Ramos).
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Fig. 7. Lukumi religion followers taking time to appreciate the Yoruba orisha Aganjú10

As a symbol of strength, power, and determination, Aganjú is seen as a defender of the
helpless and enslaved. Lukumi religion followers believe Aganjú is a powerful force like the sun,
which is essential for growth. He was a crucial symbol of African resistance and reinforcement
against European forces during the slave trade (Bassey). Aganjú is also credited with
strengthening humans to overcome physical tribulations and psychological barriers. Since he is
so strong and powerful, it is believed that he can easily bring drastic changes to those who
oppose or bring harm to his followers. As the god that presides over all deserts and volcanoes, he
controls all the mineral wealth of the earth. From the wilderness to the mountains, Aganjú acts as
the god of bare lands (Onilu).

Aganju… Orisha of Antiquity, Yagbe Onilu. 20 Apr 2017. https://yagbeonilu.com/aganjuorisha-antiquity/
10
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ANANSI
Anansi is the only African deity I chose to represent that does not derive from Yoruba
Mythology. He is an Ashanti religion deity known as the god of stories. Originating in the
religion of Ghana, he is also known as the trickster, the joke maker, and the teacher of the people
who chose to follow these traditions. Tricksters are mischievous figures who often oppose the
will of the gods, resulting in the discomfort and misfortune of humans (Anansi.” Myths
Encyclopedia). He can be summoned by those with a gift for storytelling, to listen to a folklore
legend or to help someone who is becoming a master storyteller (Geller).
The word Anansi literally means spider in Akan. The Akan are the largest ethnic group of
people in present-day Ghana. Anansi is usually able to gain the trust of other fellow animals by
shapeshifting into anything or anyone that he wants to be. Since he’s a trickster and can’t always
be trusted, by shapeshifting he can trick people into doing things that would favor him rather
than his victims (Childs). His true form is a water spider, serving his parents and his other
followers by bringing rain to stop destructive fires and determining the boundaries of flooding
rivers and seas. But he can also shapeshift into any type of spider he chooses, tiny, or
supernaturally large (Anansi). Anansi can change his appearance to even look like a human,
rabbit, a fox, and other animals. (Anansi.myths).
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Fig. 8. 1817 depiction of an Ashanti Yam Ceremony celebrating Anansi11

Anansi is the master of illusion and deception, which is why he is called the owner of
stories. Anansi sometimes is the hero of his stories but in most of the legends he is the wicked
villain. He is the child of Asaase Yaa, mother of the earth, and Nyame, father of the sky. His role
is to serve as their eyes and ears on earth. Fables of Anansi were brought to the West Indies,
South America, and North America by enslaved Africans. Anansi is known by many different
aliases such as Aunt Nancy, Mr. Nancy, Nanzi, Brother Nansi or Miss Nancy in African
American folklore. He became Aunt Nancy when he arrived in North America because he played
a trick. He transformed into a female, becoming Aunt Nancy, which sounds like Anansi
(Anansi.Occult World). This is clever especially considering he is known as a deity that is
androgynous. Nevertheless, in most of the stories that Anansi appears in, he is depicted as a half
man, half spider.

11

Anansi- Deity or Storybook Trickster? 1817 depiction of an Ashanti Yam Ceremony. (Public
Domain). ML Childs, 27 Aug 2018. https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legendsafrica/anansi-0010612
13

Another well-known fable depicts how clever, and misleading Anansi can actually be. In
this tale Anansi was able to win a collection of stories, or wisdom narratives, from Nyame, the
all-knowing and all seeing, omnipotent sky god. In this version, he is in his spider form and
approaches Nyame asking him to appoint him as the King of All Wisdom Narratives. Stunned at
the audacity of Anansi’s boldness, Nyame figured that since the spider had the courage to
approach him directly and make such a bold request, then he would allow him a chance to prove
his worth by completing three tasks: capture a jaguar, a nest of hornets, and an invisible fairy.
Nyame assumed Anansi wouldn’t accept this challenge since the chances of him completing it
were little to none. However, Anansi accepted the challenge. Anansi went to find the jaguar and
asked him if he wanted to play a game that would allow him to tie him up with a rope. The
jaguar ignorantly agreed to play, not intuiting his true intentions. So, Anansi began to tie him up.
He then tricked the hornets by telling them it was going to rain; as a deity of the element
of water, Anansi could indeed make it rain. He told them that they could hide themselves in a
calabash (bottle gourd) that he had prepared for them. Once they were all inside, he put the lid on
and sealed it. For his final challenge he told the invisible fairy to fight the tar baby (a doll made
of tar), and once the fairy attempted, he was glued to the tar and could not escape. Proud and
confident, he brought all of his prey to Nyame and showed him that he accomplished all of the
tasks he had been given. Seeing that he was proven wrong, Nyame had no choice but to make
Anansi the King of All Wisdom Narratives. No one has ever been able to exceed the
achievements of this wise trickster since he was made the King of the Wisdom Narratives
(Asante).
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AYAO
Ayao is the orisha of the whirlwind and is the younger sister of Oyá, who is the orisha of
violent storms. When together, both figures are prestigious when going into battle. Whirlwinds
are symbols of magical powers and witchcraft (Ayao.occult). Ayao is said to reside up high in
the clouds of the sky or at the top of the ceiba tree. Pataki’s (a brief teaching story, similar to
parables, used by Ifá and Santería) refers to her sitting up there to help guard the spirits that are
passing through the clouds where she resides at the Kingdom of Olofi (ruler of the earth). Ayao
is an orisha that is given to the children of Oya, any priest or priestess can receive Ayao. Her
secrets are high in the house of the priest in a tureen in the house of Orisha (Kwekudee). The
tureen secrets are usually received by Oyá’s children that Ayao has to accompany because she
always calms Oyá.

Fig. 9. Ayao illustration, artist unknown.12

12Ayao-

orisha, Robbie Bailey. https://www.pinterest.com/pin/581949583080393213/
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Ayao is an ally to Osanyin, the orisha of plants. He has taught Ayao about botanical and
magical knowledge and is a well-known powerful wizard and master of all spells and crafts
found in the untamed areas of nature and the wilderness. He stores all his magic in a calabash
that hangs high out of reach in a tall tree. At times, Osanyin may petition Ayao to share her
knowledge of plants and medicine with followers to help them with health issues but he doesn’t
allow her to do so without his permission because she still lacks experience. (Ayao. Occult
World).
Being the orisha of the air she is forbidden to go down to or touch the ground. Knowing
this, her followers often conduct her ceremonies on top of a table. She is compared to the eye of
a tornado. When Oyá prepares for battle, she calls on Ayao who releases those spirits that she
picks up to aid Oyá in battle (Kwekudee). Ayao is the orisha that also deals with witchcraft,
while Oyá is the air we inhale. Ayao is also a caretaker of maidens, or of young girls.

OSHOSI
Oshosi is considered the divine hunter and embodiment of justice amongst the orishas.
He is a skilled tracker and the most talented archer in the world. While he can find his way in
and out of any jungle where others would get lost in; he does not just live in the jungle. He is an
urban orisha that also knows every crest and inch of a jungle and forest (High Priestess). He is
one of four warriors, which includes: Eleguá, Ogún and Osun. Some patakis say that the four
were brothers but they may have different mothers and fathers. Legends say Yemojá is the
mother of Oshosi, whereas Yemú is the mother of Eleguá and Ogún. According to one pataki,
Ogún and Oshosi weren’t always on good terms because, when the earth was newly formed,
Oshosi had a hard time finding his prey because the earth was filled with so many forests. Since
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he carried arrows that never missed their mark, there weren’t many paths or clearings, which
contributed to his inability to find the animal he had killed. Therefore, he would often go without
food (Ochosi).

Fig. 10. Oshosi illustration by Jerri Doxóssi13

Oshosi lives in Africa’s biggest jungle to protect his followers who get lost while
traveling through. He is the world’s greatest hunter and fisherman. He never misses his target. If
his eyes can see the target, his arrows will always land. He is a self-taught skilled fighter and is a
protector of those who travel through the jungle because there are demons in the shadows that
will hunt down the innocent travelers.

13

Oxóssi by Jerri D’Oxóss, Bee. https://www.pinterest.com/pin/519251032030911115/
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His relentless prowess on the hunt makes him the patron god of all whose lives depend on
the wilderness. Even the other gods respect him as a provider and keeper of the secret wisdom of
the forest. With an incomparable instinct for truth, like his arrows, Oshosi never misses his
target. According to Ifá theology, which is a Yoruba religion and system of divination, spiritual
evolution is in perfect harmony with the process of evolution that occurs in nature. The symbolic
relationship between spiritual and natural evolution causes Oshosi to have a double role to play.
He must guide us to our spiritual maturity in addition to protecting all of nature. The core of his
power is the knowledge of mysteries of the plants and trees in the forest and/or jungle. Plants
from the forest are used for various reasons but mostly for spiritual cleansing. He has to be in
direct contact with the spiritual forces who guide good character in us and those spiritual forces
who maintain fertility and abundance in nature (Òsóòsi).
OSHUN
Oshun (also spelled Osun, Ochun, or Oxun) is another female orisha of the Yoruba
religion. Oshun, the river orisha, is associated with divinity, femininity, fertility, beauty, and
love. She is considered one of the most powerful of all orishas. Like the other gods, she
possesses a few negative human attributes like vanity, spite, and jealousy (Jeffries). Offerings to
Oshun include sweet things such as honey, mead, white wine, oranges, sweets, or pumpkins, as
well as perfume (Took). She is adorned with fancy ornaments, especially gold jewelry, brass
bracelets, beads, mirrors, and elaborate fans. She is also a healer of the sick and the bringer of
music, prosperity and fertility (Jeffries).
As the river orisha, Oshun has worshippers in river-towns. The first interaction between
ocean and humans began at Osogbo, Nigeria. Osogbo is considered to be sacred by the Yoruba
people because they believe that it’s being protected by Oshun herself. According to legend,
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Oshun gave the people permission to build the city of Osogbo as long as they honored and
worshipped the way she prescribed. Loving her the way she wanted to be loved, they made a
covenant with her, promising that the people would build their homes along the ocean river. In
return, Oshun would provide for them, protect them, and grant them prayers if they worshipped
her without ceasing by making her offerings, prayers, and other rituals. She especially watches
over the poor and brings them what they need (Home).

From this first encounter between the people of Osogbo and Oshun evolved the Oshun
festival, which is still practiced by the Yoruba people of Osogbo and throughout West Africa.
The annual Oshun festival draws many of her devotees to the Oshun River. They pay homage,
make sacrifices, and pray for the wealth of their children, among many other blessings. She is
credited with having taught the Yoruba culture about agriculture and mysticism. She also taught
them the art of divination using cowrie shells, as well as songs, chants, and mediations. She
learned these from her father Obatala, the first ever created Orisha (Home). Oshun is very
important to the women in West-African cultures because she can assist those who request her
help with their infertility. Many summon her assistance in desperate times of drought or severe
poverty. Although other orishas are honored during this festival, the most celebrated of deities at
this festival is Oshun. Osogbo is also the home of the Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove. The OsunOsogbo Sacred Grove is a forest that contains many shrines and artwork in honor of Oshun
(Home).
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Fig. 11. Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove14

YEMOJÁ
Yemojá (Yemaya or Lemojá) is the orisha of all of the oceans and is also the mother of
all Orishas. She is the caretaker of the home, family and love (Nekoesmahh). Originally Yemojá
was a river Goddess of the Yoruba in Nigeria. She originates from Africa, but as of today she is
well known in Brazil, Haiti, and Cuba in the Santeria region (Goddess Wisdom). Yemojá
actually shares responsibility for the oceans with Orisha Olokun. Orisha Olokun oversees the
dark, dangerous, and turbulent depths of the oceans. Yemojá rules the upper levels, from the part
of the seas that the light strikes, to where the water can be evaporated, which is then carried to
the lands by her daughter Oya to provide precipitation for the crops. According to Yoruba
accounts, Yemojá’s origin began with the creator Olodumare who first created the demigod,
Obatala, and gave him a wife. Their children were Yemojá and Aganjú. They eventually married
and had a son who they named Orungan. When Orungan rebelled against his father as a teenager,

Osun- Osogbo Grove receives 121,000 visitors at annual festival – Curator. The Osun Grove
is a protected forested area. Olajide Idowu. 22 Feb 2018. https://cityvoiceng.com/osun-osogbogrove-receives-121000-visitors-at-annual-festival-curator/
14
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he raped Yemojá. When he tried to rape her a second time she fled to a mountaintop and threw
herself off. As she fell and hit the ground, 14 orishas emerged from her body and sacred waters
gushed from her womb blessing the earth with water, hence the creation for the seven seas
(Crown).

Fig. 12. Followers of the sea orisha Yemojá take part in a procession in Havana during the Yemojá Day celebrations in 200915

Yemojá can be found in all of the waters surrounding the earth. Because of her suicide
she has many “caminos” (roads or rivers), that reflect each of the natures of the different body
types of women, some are big and wide, some straight and narrow, and some varying with their
shape. With these caminos she carries within them the experiences of womanhood. Some of the
roads that carry the experience of fierce warriors who fight with sabers or machetes and bathe in
the blood of fallen enemies. Other roads are masterful diviners who have been through marriage,
divorce and back again. Some are rape survivors, while others betrayed their sisters out of

“The History of Yemaya, Santeria’s Queenly Ocean Goddess Mermaid”, Yamil Lage/Getty
Images, 9 July 2019. https://www.teenvogue.com/story/the-history-of-yemaya-goddessmermaid
15
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jealousy and spite. Even though they are all caminos, each carries the weight of different
experiences of womanhood; each shares a common theme that they are all powerful females and
fiercely protective mothers (Yemaya). Singing, dancing, and drumming are some of the different
ways that her followers can connect with her. She appreciates anything that has a positive,
happy, energy around worshippers. She is often associated with the moon, white and blue
flowers, cowrie shells, pearls, and mermaids (Goddess Wisdom).

VISUAL THESIS
Since developing an interest in African Mythology, I wanted to recreate some of the
deities as if they were modern day, heroic protectors of Africa. This led to an extensive process
of reading and research to understand more about these powerful figures. When designing these
characters, I used information I learned about them to help make their personalities, outfits, and
their godlike powers. These mythological figures have connections to nature, and I took that into
consideration as I designed these six figures.

In the beginning of creating the visual thesis I was only thinking about concept art,
focusing mainly on character design. But then, I was challenged with a task to not only create the
figures but create a whole storyline and world to go along with the figures. Not only are they just
a lineup of characters I have designed but they all have a role in the storyline I created as well.
In this story, Anansi is a low life peasant in one of Africa’s poorest regions who strives
for a better life and to hopefully get revenge on those who have mistreated him. He finds a way
to gain powers equal to those of an Orisha. After possessing these powers, he tricks his way into
the orisha world and manages to kill and take the powers of the Orisha God, Shango, the orisha
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of thunder and lightning. Oshun, after being blamed for the death of her husband, loses trust of
her children, Yemojá, Aganjú, Ayao, and Oshosi and grows apart from them. Anansi, after
having gained so much power, looks to gain the powers of the rest of the orishas starting with the
children since they are an easier target, being not as strong as their parents. Oshun, thinking of
this, searches for them in hopes to reconnect her once-lost family and warn them about Anansi.

Fig. 13 African Mythology Figures Lineup
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CONCLUSION
In the entertainment industry in the U.S., we are well acquainted with Roman, and Greek
mythology. In 2016, the Gods of Egypt film about Egyptian gods featured only one dark-skinned
actor to play one of them; and the rest were of European or Asian descent. Fortunately, over the
past decade or so, there has been an increase in the representation of Black subjects and
characters. Still, a significant percentage of these characters has either been raced-swapped from
a previous white character, is portrayed in a negative light, or is a supporting character. At times,
they are all three. As such, there is a desperate need for original Black characters, with leading
roles, that emerge from their own original stories. Despite the considerable influence that Black
and African has had on American culture and entertainment over the past century, we are still
viewed, both on and off screen, as threats and thugs with a proclivity for violence among other
stereotypes in media circulation. Considering the current climate, our country needs to see more
Black people portrayed in a positive and powerful light.
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